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(54) Apparatus and method for called-party telephone messaging while interconnected to a data 
network 



(57) An apparatus and method allow a called party, 
who is utilizing the telephone transmission line to con- 
nect to a data network, and as such is unable to directly 
receive an incoming phone call from a calling party, to 

FIG. 1 



be able to provide a specific response message to the 
calling party while not requiring the called party to 
directly communicate with the calling party. 
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Description 

Background of the Invention 

[0001] The invention relates to an apparatus and 
method for responding to an incoming telephone call 
when the called party is utilizing the telephone transmis- 
sion line to provide interconnection of the called party's 
computer to a data network. More specifically, the 
invention relates to an apparatus and method for provid- 
ing the called party with the capability to respond to the 
incoming phone call by sending a voice message to the 
calling party while the called party remains connected 
to the data network. 

[0002] When an individual is interconnected on-line to 
a data network, such as the Internet public data net- 
work, the individual's telephone transmission line is uti- 
lized to connect that individual's computer to the 
network. When the individual is utilizing that line to con- 
nect to the network, the transmission line cannot be uti- 
lized to receive incoming phone calls. A caller trying to 
call the individual will receive a busy signal from the 
local exchange carrier (LEC) after the LEC tries to place 
the call to the called party. 

[0003] In this situation where a called party is utilizing 
the telephone transmission line to connect to the Inter- 
net, there are known methods for responding to the 
incoming phone call. However, these known methods 
suffer drawbacks. Local Exchange Carriers (LEC) cur- 
rently provide services where, if a called party's phone 
line is busy, the LEC can provide a pre-recorded mes- 
sage to the calling party via, for example, an Interactive 
Voice Response (IVR) system. This pre-recorded mes- 
sage provides information to the calling party regarding 
the availability of the called, party for accepting the 
incoming phone call. This information, for example, can 
notify the calling party that the called party's phone line 
is busy and request that the calling party call back at a 
later time. Whereas this pre-recorded message is able 
to provide information to the calling party, drawbacks 
with this known method include the fact that this system 
does not inform the called party that they have an 
incoming call and does not provide any flexibility for the 
called party to personalize a response message to a 
particular calling party. 

[0004] Because the called party is not informed that 
they have an incoming call, the called party does not 
have the option of accepting the call. Therefore, all 
incoming calls will receive the same message that the 
called party's phone line is busy. Additionally, since the 
response message is pre-recorded, the called party 
does not have the opportunity to provide a specific mes- 
sage to a calling party in response to the incoming call. 
Depending upon the called party's unique circum- 
stances at the time of the call, the called party may want 
to provide a specific, tailored message to a calling party. 
This message, for example, could inform the caller that 
the called party is currently connected to the Internet 



and could also request the caller to call back at a spe- 
cific time. With current IVR systems, the called party 
does not have the capability to provide a specific mes- 
sage to a calling party that is composed by the called 
s party based on the circumstances at the time the call is 
being placed. 

[0005] Additional systems are available that are able 
to notify a called party of an incoming phone call while 
the phone line is being utilized by the called party. An 

10 example of this type of service is the "call waiting" serv- 
ice provided by a telephone service provider. This serv- 
ice notifies a called party who is then using the 
telephone that another incoming call has been received. 
The called party can either accept the incoming call or 

75 ignore the call in response to the notification of the sec- 
ond call. 

[0006] This same type of service is also available to a 
called party that is utilizing the telephone line to inter- 
connect to the Internet. The Internet service provider 

20 can provide a signal to the called party that the called 
party has an incoming telephone call. But again, as with 
the "call waiting" service descrfoed above, the called 
party has the option of either accepting the call or ignor- 
ing the call. If the called party desires to accept the call, 

25 the called party can utilize the computer's microphone 
to talk to the calling party over the established data link. 
However, if the called party's computer is not powerful 
enough to support real-time voice communications, this 
option is not available to the called party. 

30 [0007] Neither of these two "call waiting" services 
addressed above provide the called party with the 
option of responding to the incoming call by sending a 
message to the calling party. The called party only has 
the options of accepting the call or not accepting the 

35 call. If the call is not accepted, the calling party either 
receives a busy signal or receives a pre-recorded mes- 
sage as discussed above. Again, with these services, 
as with the Interactive Voice Response service dis- 
cussed previously, there is no capability for the called 

40 party to provide a specific message to a calling party in 
response to the incoming phone call without accepting 
the call. 

[0008] Therefore, it would be desirable to provide an 
apparatus and method for allowing a called party, 

45 already connected to a data network using a telephone 
transmission line to be able to provide a specific mes- 
sage to a calling party attempting to access the called 
party via that transmission line while not requiring the 
called party to directly communicate with the calling 

so party. 

Summary of the Invention 

[0009] The drawbacks of the messaging systems in 
55 the prior art are overcome by the present invention 
which includes an apparatus and method for respond- 
ing to an incoming phone call when the called party is 
utilizing the telephone transmission line for connecting 



2 

: <EP 0896459 A2J_> 



EP0 896 459 A2 



to a data network. The present invention allows the 
called party to compose and send a specific response 
message to the catling party without requiring the called 
party to directly communicate with the calling party. 
[001 0] In accordance with the present invention there s 
is provided a called party messaging system. The called 
party is connected to a data network by utilizing the tel- 
ephone transmission line to connect the called party's 
computer to the data network. When an incoming call is 
placed to the called party, the Local Exchange Carrier 
(LEG) detects that the called party's telephone line is 
busy and then, for example, through a " call-forward on 
busy signal" service that is established with the LEC by 
the called party, the LEC directs the call to a telephony 
gateway that is resident in the network of the network 
service provider. The telephony gateway checks the 
status of the service provider to determine if the called 
party's line is busy due to being connected to the net- 
work service provider. If the called party is not con- 
nected to the service provider, and therefore the line is 
busy for some other reason (e.g. the called party is uti- 
lizing the phone line to talk to another party on the 
phone) the telephony gateway directs the call back to 
the LEC and the LEC provides a busy signal, or other 
programmed response, to the calling party. If the called 
party is connected to the network service provider, the 
telephony gateway sends a signal to the called party's 
computer through the telephone transmission line that 
notifies the called party that they have an incoming call. 
[001 1 ] When the telephony gateway notifies the called 
party of the incoming call, it also provides the called 
party with the options of accepting the call, declining to 
accept the call, or responding to the call by providing a 
response message to the calling party. If the called 
party chooses to respond to the call by providing a 
response message, the called party can either send a 
text response message or an audio response message 
to the telephony gateway for further transmission to the 
LEC and, ultimately, to the calling party. The telephony 
gateway would convert any text message sent by the 
called party into a voice message for transmission to the 
calling party by using known text-to-speech software. 
An audio message sent by the called party would be 
converted to a digital data stream by the called party's 
computer and be interleaved with any other data being 
sent to the network by the called party's computer over 
the telephone transmission line for receipt by the teleph- 
ony gateway. The gateway would then convert the digit- 
ally encoded audio message into an analog voice 
message and send the voice message to the LEC for 
further transmission to the calling party. 
[0012] In this manner, a party who is utilizing the tele- 
phone transmission line to connect to a data network 
can respond to an incoming call by composing and 
sending a message to the calling party. The called party 
is able to generate and communicate a specific mes- 
sage to the calling party without being required to 
accept the call from the calling party. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 
[0013] 

Fig. 1 illustrates one embodiment of a telecommu- 
nications link in which the present invention may be 
practiced. 

Fig. 2 illustrates one embodiment of a call notifica- 
tion page in accordance with the present invention. 
Fig. 3A illustrates one embodiment of a pop-up win- 
dow for composing a response message to an 
incoming call in accordance with the present inven- 
tion. 

Fig. 3B illustrates one embodiment of an audio 
message pop-up window for composing an audio 
message in response to an incoming call in accord- 
ance with the present invention. 
Fig. 3C illustrates one embodiment of a text mes- 
sage pop-up window for composing a text message 
in response to an incoming call in accordance with 
the present invention. 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart for the steps involved in 
responding to an incoming call by composing and 
sending a reply message in accordance with the 
present invention. 

Detailed Description 

[0014] Fig. 1 illustrates one embodiment of a telecom- 
munications link in which the present invention may be 
utilized to provide a called party that is interconnected 
to a data network with the capability to be able to 
respond to a calling party's incoming phone call by gen- 
erating and sending a response message to the calling 
party. As shown in Fig. 1, a called party is intercon- 
nected to a data network, which may be the Internet 
public data network, by utilizing the called party's com- 
puter 1 00 to connect to a data network service connec- 
tion, or provider, 150. The called party's computer 100 
utilizes the telephone transmission line 130 to connect 
the computer to LEC 140. LEC 140 communicates with 
data network service provider 150 through transmission 
line 145. As is well known in the art, computer 100 con- 
tains a modem (not shown) to dial into the data network 
service provider 150. The connection between compu- 
ter 100 and service provider 150 is made by the tele- 
phone local exchange carrier 140. In this manner, a 
called party utilizes the called party's telephone trans- 
mission line 130 to connect the called party's computer 
1 00 to the data network service provider 1 50. Access to 
the data network is provided to the called party by the 
data network service provider. 

[0015] As can be seen in Fig. 1 , the called party's tel- 
ephone 120 utilizes the same telephone transmission 
line 130 to connect to LEC 140 as does computer 100. 
As such, only one connection at a time, either a tele- 
phone connection by telephone 120 or a data connec- 
tion by computer 100, may be established over 
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transmission line 130. Therefore, as a result of the 
called party's use of the telephone transmission line 1 30 
to connect computer 100 to network service provider 
150, the transmission line is not able to be utilized to 
receive incoming telephone calls on the line. 
[0016] When a calling party attempts to place a tele- 
phone call to the called party while the called party is 
utilizing computer 100 to connect to the data network, 
the LEC will not be able to complete the connection 
request. LEG 140 will attempt to connect the calling 
party's phone 160 with the called party's phone 120. 
When LEC 1 40 attempts to connect the call to the called 
party's phone 120, the LEC will determine that tele- 
phone transmission line 130 is currently being utilized 
and, therefore, LEC 140 will not be able to complete the 
call request. 

[0017] When LEC 140 determines that the call 
request cannot be completed, LEC 140 will forward the 
call request to the data network service provider 150. 
LEC 140 forwards the call request to the network serv- 
ice provider as a result, for example, of a " call forward 
on busy" service that is established with the LEC by the 
called party. Network service provider 150 includes a 
telephony gateway 156. Telephony gateway 156 com- 
municates with LEC 140 and the called party's compu- 
ter 100 by utilizing transmission lines 145 and 130. 
When LEC 140 forwards the calling party's phone con- 
nection request to the network service provider 150, 
telephony gateway 156 is notified by LEC 140 that the 
called party has an incoming call. Telephony gateway 
156 then determines whether the called party's compu- 
ter 100 is logged into the data network service provider. 
If the called party's computer is logged onto the net- 
work, then the telephony gateway will take steps to 
notify the called party that they have received an incom- 
ing call and will ask the called party how they would like 
to respond to the incoming call. This process will be 
described in detail later in this specification. If the 
telephony gateway determines that the called party is 
not logged into the network, the telephony gateway will 
not process the call request any further and will send 
the call request back to the LEC where the LEC will han- 
dle the call request in accordance with the LEC's pro- 
grammed operating procedures. 
[001 8] As stated above, when telephony gateway 1 56 
receives a forwarded call from LEC 140, gateway 156 
will check mapping tables within network service pro- 
vider 1 50 to determine if the called party is connected to 
network service provider 150. The mapping tables pro- 
vide a status as to phone connections into modem 1 54 
and thus, into network service provider 150 at any given 
time. Telephony gateway 156 communicates with 
modem 154 over local area network (LAN) 152. LAN 
1 52 provides for the transmission of data between the 
components of the data network service provider. 
[001 9] If the called party's computer is logged into the 
network service provider, as stated previously, the 
telephony gateway will notify the called party that they 



have received an incoming call and will provide the 
called party with options as to how they would like to 
respond to the incoming call. Telephony gateway 156 
will transmit a digital data message to the called party's 

5 computer 100 by sending the message over LAN 152 to 
modem 154 for transmission over transmission lines 
1 45 and 1 30 to the called party's computer 1 00. The for- 
mat and content of the received message at the called 
party's computer and the format and content of the 

w called party's response message to the calling party's 
incoming phone call can be embodied in numerous 
ways. Several alternative embodiments for the format 
and content of these messages will be described later in 
this specification. However, regardless of how these 

is messages are formatted, in each contemplated embod- 
iment, the present invention provides the option for the 
called party to send a message to the calling party in 
response to the calling party's phone call. 
[0020] One embodiment for the format and content of 

20 the messages sent to and from the called party is 
described as follows. When telephony gateway 156 
informs the called party of an incoming phone call, gate- 
way 156 downloads a Call Notification Page 200, as 
depicted in Fig. 2, to the called party's computer 100. 

25 Call Notification Page 200 is depicted as a "pop-up" win- 
dow that appears on the monitor of the called party's 
computer 100 and is overlaid on the particular file that 
the called party is currently viewing on the monitor. Call 
Notification Page 200 provides the called party with 

30 information that the called party has received an incom- 
ing call, as displayed in window 210. Call Notification 
Page 200 provides the called party with various options 
for handling the incoming call, with each option dis- 
played in an option window. The called party is provided 

35 with the options of accepting the call, call accept win- 
dow 212, ignoring the call, ignore window 214, or reply- 
ing to the incoming call with a message reply, reply 
window 216. To select a particular option, the called 
party can either click on the particular option window 

40 that is desired by utilizing the computer's mouse or uti- 
lize other means that are well known in the art for select- 
ing from options presented by a computer program. 
[0021 ] If the called party chooses to accept the call by 
selecting window 212, the called party can directly com- 

45 municate with the calling party by utilizing the compu- 
ter's microphone 110 to communicate with the calling 
party via the established data connection over transmis- 
sion lines 130 and 145 with the Internet service provider 
and the LEC. The ability to communicate with a calling 

so party's telephone by utilizing a computer microphone 
connected to an Internet-type data network is well- 
known in the art and will not be described in further 
detail. 

[0022] If the called party chooses option window 214, 
55 and thus ignores the call, telephony gateway 156 will 
redirect the call back to LEC 140 and LEC 140 will 
respond in accordance with the established LEC oper- 
ating procedures. The third option that is available to the 
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* called party in handling an incoming phone call with the 
present invention is to choose to reply to the phone call 
by selecting option window 216. By selecting option 

" window 216, the called party is able to generate and 
send a non-real time response message to the calling 
party. By sending a non-real time response message, 
the called party is able to respond to the calling party's 
call without directly communicating with the calling 
party. In this manner, the called party is able to provide 
a specifically tailored response message to the calling 
party, formulated based on the called party's situation at 
that time, while remaining interconnected to the data 
network and without requiring real time voice communi- 
cations with the calling party. 

[0023] After sel ecttng the reply option window 2 1 6, the 
called party will be presented with Compose Message 
pop-up window 300, as illustrated in Fig. 3A, which pro- 
vides options to the called party for responding to the 
incoming call by composing a response message. Com- 
pose Message window 300 presents the options to the 
called party of either replying to the incoming call by 
sending a non-real time audio message or by sending a 
non-real time text message. If the called party desires to 
send an audio message as a response message, the 
called party would select audio window 310 by clicking 
on the window. If the called party desires to send a text 
message as a response message, the called party 
would select text window 320. 

[0024] If the called party desires to send an audio 
message, after selecting audio window 310, audio mes- 
sage window 312 will be presented on the called party's 
computer as a pop-up window. Fig. 3B provides one 
embodiment for the content and format of audio mes- 
sage window 312. As shown in Fig. 3B ( audio message 
window 312 presents the called party with two options 
for responding to the calling party by composing and 
sending an audio message to the calling party. The first 
option available to the called party is to select a stored 
audio file for replying to the calling party. The stored 
audio file may be stored in either the memory of the 
called party's computer or be provided by the data net- 
work service provider by downloading the files to the 
called party's computer. The second option available to 
the called party for responding with an audio message 
is to create an audio message by speaking into the 
computer's microphone 110. 

[0025] If the called party desires to select an audio file 
for generating and sending an audio message to the 
calling party, the called party would select the Select 
Audio File window 314. After selecting this option, the 
called party would be presented with a listing from 
which to choose the audio files that are stored and avail- 
able for responding to the incoming call. Each stored file 
could contain a different message. The called party 
would select the file to send to the calling party which 
would be appropriate for the called party's circum- 
stances at that time. For example, if the called party 
anticipates that they will not be available to return the 



call until the next day, the called party could select a file 
that contains this message and send this message to 
the calling party. In this manner, a specific file could be 
selected to provide a particular audio response to each 
5 incoming call depending upon the called party's circum- 
stances. 

[0026] When selecting a particular file to respond to 
the incoming call, the file can either be a pre-defined 
file, as discussed above, or can be a file that contains a 

10 pre-defined message with options available for allowing 
the called party to more specifically tailor the message 
to the particular incoming call. For example, the sample 
message used for illustration above could be modified 
by the called party, by speaking into microphone 1 10 to 

75 modify the wavefile audio message, to indicate that the 
called party will be available to accept an incoming call 
in 5 hours as opposed to being available the next day. 
[0027] The called party can also provide an audio 
message to respond to the incoming call by speaking 

20 into the computer's microphone 110 and composing a 
message. The called party would select the Compose 
Audio Message window 316 to pursue this option for 
responding. The called party would compose and gen- 
erate the particular message to be sent to the calling 

25 party by speaking into microphone 110. The called 
party's computer, through using known speech-to-data 
conversion software, would encode the called party's 
audio message into a digital data stream for transmis- 
sion to the data network service provider. 

30 [0028] For both options presented above for respond- 
ing to the incoming call by providing an audio message, 
the audio message response, as encoded in a digital 
data stream, is transmitted to data network service pro- 
vider 150 over telephone transmission line 130 and 

35 transmission line 145. The digital audio message 
response is interleaved with any other data being trans- 
mitted by the called party's computer 100 to network 
service provider 150. Telephony gateway 156 receives 
the digital audio message response. Telephony gateway 

40 156 answers the call to the LEC and then converts the 
digital audio message response into an analog voice 
signal and transmits the analog voice signal to LEC 140. 
LEC 140 provides the connection for transmitting the 
analog voice message to the calling party's telephone 

45 160 for responding to the incoming call. 

[0029] As stated previously, the called party can also 
respond to the incoming call by generating and sending 
a text message to the telephony gateway for further 
transmission to the LEC and calling party. If the called 

so party desires to compose and send a text message to 
the calling party, the text message is sent as a digital 
data stream by the called party's computer 1 00 to net- 
work service provider 150 and telephony gateway 156. 
In the same manner as was described above for trans- 

55 mrtting a digital audio response message, the digital text 
message response is transmitted to telephony gateway 
156 by interleaving the message with any other data 
being transmitted by the called party's computer 100 to 
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network service provider 150. Telephony gateway 156 
converts the digital data stream into an analog voice 
message by using known text-to-speech conversion 
software. After conversion of the digital data to an ana- 
log voice message, telephony gateway 1 56 answers the 
call to the LEC and then transmits the analog voice 
message to LEC 140 where LEC 140 will direct the 
voice message to the calling party by utilizing the phone 
connection that has been established with the calling 
party's phone 160. 

[0030] As with the multiple options available to the 
called party for composing an audio message to 
respond to the incoming call, the called party also has 
several options available to them for composing a text 
message for responding to the incoming call. As shown 
in Fig. 3 A, the Compose Message pop-up window 300 
provides the option to the called party for responding to 
the incoming call by composing a text response mes- 
sage. To compose a text response message, the called 
party would select text window 320 by clicking on the 
window. After selecting text window 320, the called 
party will be presented with text message pop-up win- 
dow 322, as depicted in Fig. 3C. Window 322 presents 
the called party with the options of selecting a text file, 
window 324, or composing a text message, window 
326. 

[0031] If the called party chooses to reply by utilizing 
a text file, the called party will select window 324. After 
selection of window 324. as with the audio message 
files discussed previously, the called party will be pre- 
sented with stored text files from which they may 
choose to respond to the incoming call. The called party 
may either select a predefined text file to send to the 
calling party or may select and modify a pre-defined text 
file by filling in the blanks of a text message template. 
[0032] A second option for responding to the incoming 
call by way of a text message is for the called party to 
compose and generate a text message by typing in the 
message by utilizing the computer's keyboard. In pursu- 
ing this option, the called party would select window 326 
from text message window 322. Selection of this win- 
dow would result in presentation of a text box on the 
called party's computer which the called party would 
then utilize to generate the message, by typing in the 
message, that they want to have transmitted back to the 
calling party in response to the incoming call. The text 
box could be of limited width, e.g. 75 characters, in 
order to ensure that the reply message is sufficiently 
brief to avoid undue delays to the calling party in receiv- 
ing the response message. In this manner, the called 
party could compose and transmit a specific response 
to an incoming call by utilizing a text message. 
[0033] With either of the two options discussed above 
for providing a text message response to the calling 
party, the user's computer 100 would transmit the text 
message to the data network service provider 150 as a 
digital data stream. Telephony gateway 156 converts 
the digital text message into an analog voice signal uti- 



lizing known text-to-speech software, answers the call 
to the LEC, and then transmits the analog signal to LEC 
140. LEC 140 would then provide the converted text 
message to the calling party's phone 160 via the tele- 

5 phone connection that has been established. 

[0034] In operation, the process steps for practicing 
the present invention are summarized and shown in Rg. 
4. As shown, the process begins with an incoming call 
to the called party, step 400. In step 405, the local 

io exchange carrier will attempt to place the call to the 
called party. In attempting to establish the call, the LEC 
will determine if the called party's phone is busy, step 
410. If the called party's phone is not busy, the LEC will 
place the call to the called party, step 412. If the called 

15 party's phone is busy, the LEC will direct the call to the 
telephony gateway in the data network service provider, 
as shown in step 414. Step 416 is the determination by 
the telephony gateway as to whether the called party is 
currently interconnected to the data network service 

20 provider. As discussed previously, the telephony gate- 
way wilt check the mapping tables in the network serv- 
ice provider to determine if the called party is logged 
into the data network service provider. If the called party 
is not logged into the service provider, the telephony 

25 gateway will send the call back to the LEC, as repre- 
sented by step 418, and the LEC will dispose of the call 
in accordance with established LEC procedures. 
[0035] If the called party is logged into the network 
service provider, then as shown in step 420, the teleph- 

30 ony gateway will notify the called party that they have an 
incoming call and will present options to the called party 
for handling the call. Step 422 determines if the called 
party wants to accept the call. If the called party does 
accept the call, step 424, the called party will directly 

35 communicate with the calling party as previously 
described in this specification. If the called party does 
not accept the call, the called party will decide if they 
want to respond to the incoming call by sending a reply 
message. This decision is represented by step 426. If 

40 the called party does not want to send a reply message, 
step 428, the call will be sent back to the LEC for 
processing by the LEC according to established LEC 
operating procedures. If the called party does want to 
respond to the incoming call by sending a reply mes- 

45 sage, step 430 shows that the called party will generate 
a message and send the message to the telephony 
gateway. The called party will generate either an audio 
or text message in accordance with the disclosure pro- 
vided previously in this specification. After generating 

so the message and sending the message to the telephony 
gateway, step 432 shows that the telephony gateway 
will answer the call to the LEC and then convert the dig- 
ital data which encodes the message to an analog voice 
message and send this voice message to the LEC. The 

55 LEC will then provide the voice message to the calling 
party's phone over the established telephone connec- 
tion, as shown in step 434. 

[0036] As mentioned previously, the embodiments dis- 
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* closed above for practicing the present invention are 
illustrative and several variations on the disclosed 
embodiments are contemplated. 
[0037] In the disclosed embodiments, the called party 
is presented with the options of accepting the call or 
ignoring the call, in addition to the option of responding 
to the call by sending a message. The options of 
accepting the call or ignoring the call are not required in 
practicing the invention and may be eliminated. Addi- 
tionally, an option could be provided to direct the incom- 
ing call to a voice response unit in the network service 
provider where a pre-programmed response, not gener- 
ated by the called party in response to the particular 
incoming call, would be provided to the calling party. 
[0038] With respect to generating a reply message to 
the incoming call, several options were presented- How- 
ever, the present invention is not limited to these mes- 
sage generation techniques and numerous other 
alternatives and options could be implemented. 
[0039] Additionally, the present invention could be pro- 
vided with the feature of having the telephony gateway 
send a pre-programmed message to the calling party 
immediately upon receipt of the incoming call from the 
LEC to notify the calling party that the network is 
attempting to complete the call. This immediate 
response message would serve to notify the calling 
party that the call was being processed and would help 
to ensure that the calling party does not terminate the 
connection while waiting for the called party's message 
response to be generated and transmitted. 
[0040] Additional information that could be provided to 
the called party when notified of an incoming call is 
identification information about the calling party, e.g. the 
calling party's telephone number. This information may 
assist the called party in composing a more specific 
response to that particular calling party. The calling 
party's telephone number could be provided to the 
called party by utilizing well-known techniques for pro- 
viding this information, such as a "caller ID" service. 
[0041 ] An additional variation contemplated is that the 
"pop-up" response windows for responding to the 
incoming phone call can either be downloaded from the 
network service provider to the called party's computer 
or can be resident in the called party's computer and be 
activated by a signal sent from the telephony gateway to 
the called party's computer. The functionality of the 
"pop-up" windows remains unchanged regardless of 
how implemented. 

[0042] Where technical features mentioned in any 
claim are followed by reference signs, those reference 
signs have been included for the sole purpose of 
increasing the intelligibility of the claims and accord- 
ingly such reference signs do not have any limiting 
effect on the scope of each element identified by way of 
example by such reference signs. 



Claims 

1. A method for responding to a telephone call of a 
calling party when the called party is utilizing the 

5 called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 

vide interconnection of the called party's computer 
to a data network comprising the steps of: 

receiving a signal indicating that an incoming 
10 call from a calling party is awaiting delivery to 

the called party; 

informing said called party's computer of said 
incoming call from the calling party; and 
providing options to the called party for gener- 
is ating a response message to the calling party. 

2. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 

20 vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 1 wherein said step of providing options to the 
called party for generating a response message to 
the calling party includes downloading a message 
response input template to said called party's com- 
25 puter wherein said message response input tem- 
plate is utilized to generate said response message 
to the calling party. 

3. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
30 a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 

called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 1 wherein said options include composing an 
audio message by the called party; or 
35 wherein said options indude selecting a pre- 

defined audio message stored in an audio file; or 

wherein said options include generating a 
text message; or 

wherein said options include selecting a pre- 
40 defined text message stored in a data file. 

4. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 

45 vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 3 wherein said pre-defined audio message 
stored in an audio file is able to be modified by the 
called party; or 

wherein said pre-defined text message 

so stored in a data file is able to be modified by the 
called party. 

5. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 

55 called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
one or more of claims 1-4 wherein said data net- 
work is a public data network; and/or 
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wherein said signal indicating that an incom- 
ing call from a calling party is awaiting delivery to 
the called party is received from a telephone net- 
work; or 

wherein said signal indicating that an incom- 5 
ing call from a calling party is awaiting delivery to 
the called party is received by a data network serv- 
ice provider. 

6. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
one or more of claims 1-5 wherein said step of 
informing said called party's computer of said 
incoming call includes providing the called party 
with identification information for the calling party. 

7. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 6 wherein said identification information for 
the calling party is the calling party's telephone 
number. 

8. A method for responding to a telephone call of a 
calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection of the called party's computer 
to a data network comprising the steps of: 

receiving a response message generated by 
the called party in response to notification of 
the called party that the called party has an 
incoming call from a calling party; 
generating a voice message by utilizing said 
response message; and 
providing said voice message to the calling 
party in response to the incoming call. 

9. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 8 further comprising the step of providing a 
pre-programmed message to the calling party while 
awaiting receipt of said response message gener- 
ated by the called party; and/or 

wherein said response message is an audio 
message; and or 

wherein said response message is a text 
message. 

10. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 



claim 9 wherein said audio message is a pre- 
defined message stored in an audio file; and/or 

wherein said text message is a pre-defined 
text message stored in a data file. 

11. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
claim 10 wherein said pre-defined audio message 
stored in an audio file is modified by the called 
party; and/or 

wherein said pre-defined text message 
stored in a data file is modified by the called party. 

12. The method for responding to the telephone call of 
a calling party when the called party is utilizing the 
called party's telephone transmission line to pro- 
vide interconnection to a data network according to 
one ore more of claims 8-11 wherein said data net- 
work is a public data network; and/or 

wherein said response message generated 
by the called party is received by a data network 
service provider; or 

wherein said voice message is generated by 
a data network service provider. 



15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



8 

^SDOCID: <EP 0B96459A2_1_> 



EP 0 896 459 A2 



FIG. 1 



110 



1 



T 

100 



120 







1 111 1^ 







T 

130 




145 



160 



150 



154 



MODEM 



152 



TELEPHONY 
GATEWAY 

156 



TO DATA 
NETWORK 



FIG. 2 



too 



200 



INCOMING CALL 



ACCEPT 



IGNORE 



REPLY 



210 
212 
214 
216 



X 



BMSDOC1D: <EP__08964S9A2_I_> 



EP 0 896 459 A2 



FIG. 3A 



100 



300 



COMPOSE MESSAGE 



AUDIO 



TEXT 



-310 
-320 



X 



x 



FIG. 3B 



100 



312 



AUDIO MESSAGE 



SELECT AUDIO FILE 



COMPOSE AUDIO 
MESSAGE 



-314 
-316 



X 



X 




10 



JNSDOCID: <EP 0896459A2_I_> 



EP 0 896 459 A2 



FIG. 3C 
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FIG. 4 
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